HIDDEN SPOOR: RUAN XIAOXU AND HIS TREATISE ON RECLUSION ALAN BERKOWITZ SWARTHMORE COLLEGE
In early medieval China great attention was paid to compiling accounts of men in reclusion, yet the prefaces to these compilations often contain only vague or stale reasoning concerning the nature of reclusion itself. A preface by Shen Yue (441-513) is a notable exception: Shen differentiated between "disengagement" and "reclusion." A slightly later contemporary of Shen, , took issue with him in a unique and tightly constructed disquisition on what Ruan saw as a basic dichotomy in the Way of man: "the root" and "overt traces." Ruan's overlooked treatise is examined here, as are some relevant facets of his life.
DURING THE Six DYNASTIES an unprecedented degree of attention was paid to reclusion, in general, and to delimiting the nature of reclusion, in specific. Compilations of accounts of famous men in reclusion apparently gained a succes Jou during the Six Dynasties, there being no less than thirty works of this nature completed by the mid-sixth century. Prefatorial remarks by the compilers of accounts of reclusion invariably cite classical justifications for the presence and acclamation of reclusion throughout the ages. However, they often are in disagreement over which examples most appropriately represent the practice of reclusion, and, for that matter, what should be understood as the most appropriate criteria for adjudicating the rationale and behavior of men in reclusion. Xi Kang, for one, apparently had a rather generalized conception of reclusion. He composed notices of and eulogies for "those since high antiquity who were sage and worthy, reclusive and detached, whose minds were set on escape and who left behind a reputation. " 2 Still, his accounts also included several men who had not renounced their official status, and he also was taken to task for his lack of circumspection. 3 Huangfu Mi found that compilations written before his own had shortcomings either of consistency of design or of temporal scope. His "Lofty Gentlemen" were those who "loftily made renunciations" and who were "not humbled by a king or a lord, whose reputations were not dissipated by the passage of time." Yet there was no room in his compilation for "those who may [simply] have held fast to their resolve in the manner of [Bo] Yi and [Shu] Qi, whose chosen acts mayhaps were like those of the two Gong (Gong Sheng and Gong She)." 4 In his preface Huangfu Mi does not expound upon the nature of reclusion, yet in intentionally excluding Bo Yi and, especially, Gong Sheng, his views are clear. He does not regard the mere refusal to associate with a particular ruler due to particular circumstances as conduct befitting reclusion: such men may have withdrawn, but they did not choose reclusion as their way of lifein fact, in the end they chose not to live at all. But none of those whom Huangfu Mi termed "Lofty Gentlemen" chose death over life in reclusion. 5
Fan Ye generalized the conduct of men in reclusion into six categories:
Some lived in seclusion, seeking to maintain their resolve. Some turned and fled so as to keep their inner principles intact. Some sought personal tranquility, thereby repressing their impatience. Some removed themselves from danger, in pursuit of security. Some defiled themselves in the profane world and thereby stirred their mettle. Some condemned worldly things, thereby arousing their purity.6
Further, according to Fan Ye, men in reclusion did not willingly practice reclusion and accept resultant material duress because they eschewed human contact or rejoiced in the joys of the natural world. It simply was "where their innate nature led them i'£ 5t-Yi~ . ...
Even were one to try to convert or change their chosen course, he simply would be unable to affect them." 7 Fan's discussion was the fullest to date of the conduct of men in reclusion. Why they chose reclusion and what they did in reclusion depended upon their nature, he tells us, but the nature of reel us ion itself is left to be inferred. Fan Ye does not offer a profound analysis of the underlying basis for reclusion, but his pronouncements have retained a certain authority through the ages. This is mainly because his remarks formed the focal point of the first section devoted to reclusion in any of the official dynastic histories. 8 had retired at seventy-two sui; his refusal to accept an honorary, emeritus office in the end resulted in his starving himself to death. See Han shu ~it (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1962 10 See Song shu (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1983) , 100.2466. 11 The extracted statements that follow come from Song shu 93.2275-76, 2297. 12 Shen Yue likely had in mind here, and throughout his "Preface,'' the statements made by Yang Xiong UHt (53 B.C.E.-C.E. 18) concerning reclusion: "When in words and conduct the Sage does not meet with his time, the Sage goes into reclusion. When in words and conduct the Worthy does not meet with his time, the Worthy goes into reclusion. When in words and conduct a 'discourser' does not meet with his time, the 'discourser' goes into reclusion." See Yang Xiong, Fa yan It: 1if (Sbby), I l.6a. The last category was meant in reference to the casuistry of Dongfang Shuo 31!: :ff AA (154-93 B.C.E.), and was meant to exclude Dongfang from the ranks of true "men in hiding" M ~. When Yang was asked whether Dongfang Shuo was not one who "hid within the court" tJl M, Yang responded that the ancients disparaged ones who "hid within their sinecured offices" ~ M (Fa yan I l.6a/b). As might be imagined, Dongfang Shuo never was included in any compilations of accounts of Lofty Gentlemen. Journal of the American Oriental Society 111. 4 (1991) The worthy man in reclusion is there because of foul destiny, Shen tells us, and hides away his inner self as well as the outward aspects of his reclusion: "When one goes into reclusion because the cycle of fate is closed off, the overt traces ~ of being in reclusion are not to be seen." For Shen Yue, the reason for worthy men to be in reclusion is "because they had no choice." Worthy men are always present in the world, yet at some times they deliberately keep themselves obscured and do not emerge: "It came down to preserving their life and keeping from harm." Still, the worthiness of worthy men in reclusion is only slightly less than that of the worthy who has found his time; Shen Yue calls them "proximate sages" 52: ¥.They may have lived in reclusion; however, had they encountered a ruler who could perceive their loyalty, and had they met with a fate which brought them their time, would they then have given reign to their sentiments by the rivers and seas and chosen disengagement in the hills and brush-forests?
Shen Yue makes a point of distinguishing the reclusion of the worthy man from that of aloof recluses, both in their overt traces ~ and in their basic motivations. The former, as we have seen, leave no overt traces of their reclusion; the latter, "make a show of the niceties of having risen above the world." Shen calls these recluses "ones in hiding" 1\1 ~, and because they show off the overt traces of their reclusion, he labels their behavior "contrived reclusion" ~Ill. "Ones in hiding" condemn the world and merely seek to avoid others; in flaunting their disengagement and making a show of secluding their physical presence, they merely "appease their hearts beyond the everyday world." For Shen Yue, these recluses are but "disengaged" if §, and not "in reclusion" 111:. millet, but when he tried to revisit the recluse, the recluse had disappeared. Confucius told Zilu that the Basket Hefter was "one in hiding" A!~. 14 Shen Yue's exemplar of"ones in hiding" is the Basket Hefter filr~. The Basket Hefter, we remember, was the anonymous recluse who once entertained Confucius' disciple Zilu T-l!lr; Zilu was feasted with chicken and Shen Yue writes that the Basket Hefter and anonymous recluses of his ilk were distinctive in "having left overt traces ~ that could be passed down." In differentiating between the reclusion of these men and that of the worthy, Shen writes,
In the reclusion of the worthy man, his purport is more profound than self-obfuscation. In the reclusion of the Basket Hefter [and his sort], the matter goes no further than avoiding others. 15 Shen Yue expressly intended his preface to contradict the delimitation of reclusion advocated by Yuan Shu given up his high office to retire briefly to the countryside-at age seventy-one. Yuan's compilation excluded any and all men of the world, and included only accounts of "recluses" who literally had not left behind their names: they were all renowned for their acts, or, in two cases, their writings, but remained anonymous except for sobriquets such as "The Master of Ghost Valley" ;\/, ~ T-, or "The Master from Sumen Mountains" if r~ 1JG 1:, etc. 17 Shen Yue considered that these men were far from genuine: perhaps they were "disengaged" if §, but they were not "in reclusion" A!. 18 Compilers of accounts of reclusion agreed that men in reclusion eschewed office; they did not agree, however, on why or how. Nor were they in accord about suitable parameters for the collocation of accounts, or 14 See Lun yu, 18.7 (abridged account in Gaoshi zhuan A.9a).
" Song shu, 93.2275. 16 See Nan shi l¥i ~(Beijing: Zhonghua, 1975), 30.784. 17 Taiping yulan, 510.4a-5b has preserved ten of the accounts. In addition to the two mentioned above, there are brief notices on "The Elder from Zheng" !Ill~, "The Venerable One from the South" l¥i 0, "Pheasant-Cap Master" ~ J1if T-, "The Rural Oldster" !ff~, "The Man who Offered the King of Chu a Fish" ~ !! 'F ~ ::E , "The Adept at the River's Bank fiiJ l:. :t: A, "The Master of Huqiu" l/[ Ji 5t 't, and "The Man Watching Confucius" ~ JL T-ti. about the nature of reclusion itself. 19 Yuan Shu's compilation was restricted to those who had left behind only a transmittable rumor, yet Shen Yue considered the reclusion of those persons to have been "the reclusion of the Basket Hefter, and not the reclusion of the worthy man." Shen Yue's gradation of reclusion was not unprecedented. After all, Confucius himself once had proclaimed laconically, "The Worthy might shun the entire world. The next best will shun a particular place, the next in turn a particular look, and the next again particular words. " 20 And like Shen Yue, many later compilers of accounts of reclusion established gradations of reclusion to reflect their notions about the nature of reclusion. 21 However, the close analysis made by Shen Yue of the nature of reclusion itself was something new.
A younger contemporary of Shen Yue, the learned bibliophile and practitioner of reclusion Ruan Xiaoxu withdrew] from the world of men, perching their hearts beyond the worldly dust." 23 But instead of simply arranging the accounts chronologically, he organized them into three ranks. In the first rank were placed those persons "whose words and conduct were unrivaled and preeminent, but whose personal and family names were not passed down." In the second rank were those "whose [fame] had not dissipated throughout the ages, and who had names which could be recorded." The third division contained those who "hung up their caps [and Ruan's Accounts, in ten chapters, comprised sections devoted to each of his three classes of lofty men. When Ruan completed the work, the middle section alone contained notices of one hundred thirty-seven individuals. Soon after its completion, when Ruan's friend If one has not attained "complete oneness," 32 then one must lack truly perspicacious wisdom. Yet only one who can embody the dichotomy [of"the root" and "overt traces") 33 will possess penetrating discernment. Accordingly, whereas the Sage has been thoroughly brought into evidence, it is because of his having forged overt traces; as the Worthy 'ill' has yet to reside in the place of eminence, then we must even more so speak of "the root. " 34 Truly this is because overt traces should reform corrupt practices, but it is only the Sage who is able to do so. The lucid principle of "the root" and " [worldly] reality," however, can be evidenced in the Worthy. If one were able to embody [the dichotomy of] "the root" declined from going out in public; and it is not that they stowed way their knowledge and refrained from setting forth. It was that the fate of the times was too greatly awry. When one meets the right fate of the times, and accomplishes great acts in the world, then in returning to oneness one leaves no overt traces. When one does not meet the right fate of the times, and is greatly constrained in the world, then one roots himself firmly, finds peace in knowing that there will be a culmination, and waits. This is the Way of self-preservation." 11 Cf. Zhuangzijishi (Taipei: Shijie, 1971), 16.245: "To look at it from this standpoint, then the age has lost the Way, the Way has lost the age, and the age and the Way are lost one to another. What means do men of the Way have to flourish in the age? And likewise, what means does the age have to flourish in the Way? When the Way has not the means to flourish in the age, and the age has not the means to flourish in the Way, then even though the Sage be not enclosed by the mountain forests, his virtue is hidden nonetheless. As it is hidden, he therefore does not hide himself Ill /iii:. :;i:; El Ill. As for those referred to in antiquity as Men of Hidden [Virtue] 1\1 ± w it is not that they concealed themselves and kept from sight; and it is not that they held back their words and 32 I.e., one who has attained the Way. Cf. Laozi 39: "As for those of old attaining complete oneness: Heaven attained oneness and thereby became pure; / Earth attained oneness, becoming tranquil; / spirits attained oneness and thus became numinous; / the Valley in attaining oneness became full; / the myriad things attained oneness and came to life; / lords and kings attained oneness and thus were exemplars for the world .... "
33 Following the Liang shu reading of ft=; cf. Liang shu, 51.754, no. IO. Quan Liang wen, 66.17b writes lltz. What is referred to here is the dichotomy of "the root" (i.e., leaving no overt traces) and "overt traces" (i.e., leaving behind a transforming influence). The juxtaposition of the two is implied above, and is specified below. 34 Ruan is responding here and below to Shen Yue's conception of the "worthy man in reclusion." Ruan's own conception of the Worthy, as will be seen, is not limited within Shen Yue's compass.
and "overt traces," and were able fully to apprehend [the nature of] "suppressing" 1!11 and "promoting" JI, then that is more than half of the purport of Confucius and Zhuangzi. 35 Ruan's premise is that ideally the world should function through Non-Action, the essence of the Way. Were the material world of men (Ruan's "[worldly] reality" JO to function according to the Way, then one should do one's best to suppress one's overt traces. For Ruan, Zhuangzi and Laozi epitomize the actualization of this ideal. He notes, however, that corruption in the material world of men is, in point of fact, reformed through the transforming influence of the Sage, that being in effect the Sage's overt traces. Were it not for these overt traces, the world would not attain to peace. The Sage, then, and only the Sage, is able to promote his overt traces; for the sine qua non of overt traces is the suppression of corrupt practices. The Sage promotes his overt traces, then, and thereby intentionally goes counter to "the root." For Ruan, Confucius and the Duke of Zhou epitomize the Sage.
For Ruan Xiaoxu, only one who has attained the oneness of the Way has "perspicacious wisdom." "Penetrating discernment," however, is possessed by the Worthy, he who can embody the fundamental dichotomy in the Way of man-that is, the precept of sometimes promoting overt traces, sometimes suppressing them to leave the world to the Way. Should the worthy man, in his wisdom, promote his overt traces, he then will suppress corrupt influences and de facto be the Sage. Should he perceive it best to suppress his overt traces, he then is "in reclusion."
The Sage is thoroughly in evidence and fully recognizable through his overt traces. The worthy man in reclusion, however, is not "in the place of eminence" and goes unrecognized: this is precisely because he has suppressed his overt traces. And it is in the action or non-action of the worthy man that we can perceive the dichotomous nature of the Way and the phenomenal world. If we can fathom this, then we can understand both Confucius and Zhuangzi, both the Sage and the worthy man in reclusion.
As noted above, Ruan Xiaoxu's disquisition on reclusion is in reply to Shen Yue. Shen's thesis was that the worthy man is in reclusion because he has not met with his time. Shen basically had not gone beyond elaborating on the age-old dictum, found principally in Way is manifest in the world, one comes forth to benefit one's time, but when the world is awry, one hides away one's virtue. 36 Shen Yue also avowed that the great legendary recluses merely were "in hiding," disengaged and carefree; they were not "in reclusion."
Ruan Xiaoxu also considers men in reclusion to be worthies; were they not, they would be worldly Sages. But their reclusion is not predicated on the state of worldly affairs: were the Way to be truly present in the material reality of the world, then "the root," being Non-Action, ought not to be obscured by worldly, overt traces running counter to the root. In their wisdom, according to Ruan, worthy men actively suppress their overt traces for the express purpose of illuminating "the root" and thus furthering the Way. They are not the Sage, but as worthy men, neither are they inferior. Ruan Xiaoxu effectively has deflated Shen's basically Confucian stance by arguing that all men in reclusion are worthies; ipso facto they are to be esteemed. In so arguing he seemingly has skirted the issue of the aloof behavior of legendary recluses; he does this by redefining "overt traces" (more of which, anon) and by transforming a traditional justification for reclusion, a justification he himself once used.
For centuries previously scholars had belabored the point that even during remote times of great peace, there still were to be found great recluses like Xu You lYF EB and his ilk. This formed the core of arguments for the support of an individual's precedented "right" to reclusion, arguments brought forward equally by men in reclusion and by their rulers. 37 The former sought a plausible rationale and a formal (though patently facetious) justification from great antiquity. The latter might uphold this argument as a measure of the magnanimity of their rule, or as a calculated pretension of the legitimacy and security of their reign. Nor were such inferences lost to pretenders to the throne. quite different from that of Ruan Xiaoxu. In this light we may now return to the expression "overt traces." Shen Yue had said that for the worthy man in reclusion, his "overt traces are not noticeably manifest." He intends here visible signs of "being in hiding," and for him this in tum signifies aloof behavior. For Ruan Xiaoxu, however, "overt traces" are something quite different, as we have seen: "overt traces should reform corrupt practices, but it is only the Sage who is able to do so." For Ruan, visible signs of being in reclusion are not even within the compass of "overt traces." They cannot be, for in his definition men in reclusion do not leave "overt traces"; it is only men who are not in reclusion who go counter to "the root," leaving behind the spoor of their worldly passage.
Further, in his discourse on reclusion, Ruan Xiaoxu made an unambiguous allusion to the Zhuangzi (see n. 31 above). In that text we are told: "When one meets the right fate of the times," even should one accomplish great acts within the world, "in returning to oneness one leaves no overt traces." The right fate of the times for Zhuangzi, of course, would be when the Way and the age are flourishing one in the other, or, in Ruan Xiaoxu's phraseology, when the Way and " [worldly] reality" are in total concert and "the root" need not be obscured by worldly "overt traces." For Ruan, then, "overt traces" are signs of activity within the material, temporal realm (Ruan's "[worldly] reality)," and thus activity in the political realm. There can be no doubt that Ruan was addressing Shen Yue's notion of "overt traces." He pointedly rebuts Shen's circumscription of the term and uses the word no less than ten times in his concentrated discourse so as to insure that the reader understands precisely what he intends by it. Ruan Xiaoxu's understanding of "overt traces" is apparent both in his disquisition on reclusion and in his Accounts of Lofty Reclusion. In his Accounts he placed in the highest category those "whose words and conduct were unrivaled and preeminent, but whose personal and family names were not passed down." All that these individuals left behind were merely the signs of their being in reclusion; would they not, in Ruan
